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Surprisingly little is known about the biological 
implications of silicon considering that it is the 
second most abundant element on earth and that 
man contains similar amounts of silicon and iron 
in the body. This Ciba Foundation Symposium 
was held in September 1985 primarily to consider 
its significance in mammals but the thirteen con- 
tributions cover a wide ranging approach to the 
subject. Thus three papers are mainly concerned 
with the chemical properties of silicon, one with its 
speciation in soil and water, and three with its oc- 
currence in plants. Two papers consider silicon as 
an essential trace element for higher animals and 
outline its metabolism. The remaining four deal 
with medically related aspects covering its relation 
to senile dementia, silicosis of the lung, 
oesophageal cancer and the biocompatibility of 
silicon containing materials as surgical implants. 
properties, but there are only a few cases where the 
mechanisms operating in biological situations ap- 
pear to be understood. Two such examples are the 
thirteen stage model proposed for silicification in 
diatoms and the cross linking of lung collagen in 
silicosis being related to the increased amounts of 
hydroxylysine in the protein. The affinity for 
aluminium is reflected in the aluminosilicates pre- 
sent in soil and in the brain plaques that are found 
in ageing brain and Alzheimer’s disease. It is not 
clear whether the silicon here is detrimental or 
whether it may be exerting a protective role against 
the toxic effect of aluminium. The toxicity of silica 
macrohairs from plants in promoting oesophageal 
cancer may, however, be due to the physical 
dimensions of the hairs rather than anything 
specific to silica. 
The general impression is that silicon 
biochemistry is still largely at the descriptive stage 
and the range of structural forms in which it occurs 
within lower organisms is particularly intriguing. 
Predictions about silicon being likely to react 
through forming bonds with oxygen or by binding 
metals such as iron and aluminium at physiological 
pH can be made from consideration of its chemical 
If this gives the impression of a somewhat 
heterogeneous collection of papers it is not a 
criticism of the book, which is well produced and 
summarises the current state of knowledge. Rather 
it is a reflection of the diverse interest in silicon 
which is likely to make it a valuable source of in- 
formation for readers from many different basic 
disciplines. 
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